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Introduction
The mounds of ‘Aqar Qūf lie c. 30 kms to the north-west of Baghdad. The ruins are those of Dūr-
Kurigalzu, a city built by the Kassite king Kurigalzu (x-1375 B.C.). Excavations began at the site 
in 1942 and have continued more or less continuously ever since. For many centuries before it was 
excavated, the remains of the ziggurat served as a landmark for travelers on the land route between 
the Mediteranean coast and the Arabian Gulf. It was variously identified as the Tower of Babylon; 
Nimrod’s tower; a lookout or beacon platform; the burial mound of pre-Sasanian kings; or more 
poeticaly a cool spot in which to relax for the Caliphs of Baghdad.
Ooghe [2007] has highlighted the importance of examining the accounts of early travelers to 
the Near East and of understanding the 
context in which they were writen. Reviews 
of early travelers to Iraq2) have been made, 
but they provide only the scantiest historical 
background [e.g. Rogers 1901: 106–125; 
Hilprecht 1903: 1–69; Fossey 1904: I,6–28; 
Fagan 1979:16–47; Lloyd 1980: 7–21]. This 
paper reviews the ‘history’ of ‘Aqar Qūf in 
the post ancient Babylonian period. It seeks 
to place in context the references to, and 
descriptions of the site which appear in a 
variety of writen sources from the Abbasid 
period until excavations commenced in 1942.
Pre-Islamic
The last documentary evidence for the city of Dūr-Kurigalzu was in the neo-Babylonian period [cf. 
Zadok 1985: 121] by which time the name had been abbreviated to Dūr-Galzu. The excavated remains 
suggest that occupation, especialy in the area about the ziggurat mound, continued in the Achaemenid 
period [Salman 1969: e-f; Jumaily 1971: 83–84]. The evidence for activity at the site in the Seleucid 
(323–63 B.C), Parthian (247 B.C.–224 A.D.) and Sasanian (224–651 A.D.) periods is confined to 
a copper coin of Vologases II [Baqir 1944: 13, no.11]; and some Parthian / Sasanian potery found 
in tombs [Jasim et al. 2006: 162–164, fig.8]. Casual visitors to the mound also refer to Roman 
and Parthian coins washed out of the ruins, but no firm evidence (e.g. ilustrations) is provided [Stevens 
1923: 115; Stark 1951: 124].
There are no identifiable references to ‘Aqar Qūf in the writen records of these periods.
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Early Islamic period
There is no excavated or documentary evidence for occupation at ‘Aqar Qūf in the early Islamic/ 
Umayyad period.
Abbasid period
In 762 A.D. Abū Ja’far al-Mansūr, the second Caliph of the Abbasid dynasty, founded Baghdad3). 
Various accounts [cf. Strange 1900: 1–14; Lassner 1983: 45] of this event exist, but perhaps the 
most graphic and complete appears in the history of al-Tabarī 4) [al-Tabarī 1995: 244–250]. The 
new city lay on established caravan routes [cf. Grifin 1996: 116] and Al-Tabarī [ibid., 246] reports 
that al-Mansūr said ‘This is a place with which I am satisfied. Supplies can reach it via the Euphrates 
and Tigris. It’s a good place to build a city’.
Al-Tabarī’s detailed account refers to the existence of smal vilages or farms near the site of 
the future city of Baghdad, but there is no obvious reference to ‘Aqar Qūf. At the site itself there 
is excavated evidence [Baqir 1944: 11, 13 no.11] for occupation in the Abbasid period in the area 
adjacent to the ruin of the ziggurat (by then over two thousand years old). Though we cannot be certain 
as details of finely dated artefacts (e.g. coins) found at ‘Aqar Qūf have not been published, it is 
likely that the renewal of occupation at the site took place at or shortly after the foundation of 
Baghdad. ‘Aqar Qūf would have been one of the numerous setlements that supported the largely 
administrative centre that was Baghdad [cf. Adams 1965: 99].
A near contemporary of Al-Tabari’s, Ibn Mishawajl (d. 1030), refers to “Agrgūf some two 
parasangs5) from Baghdad” [Margoliouth 1921: 20]. This is the earliest reference to the site. Of 
note is that the name of the site was as it is today a milennium later. Over a century after Al-Tabari’s 
death Ibn al-Athir wrote his ‘complete history of the world’. It may include a reference to ‘Aqar 
Qūf and Budge suggests that it provides evidence ‘that a flourishing city stood there (i.e. ‘Aqar 
Qūf) in the early centuries of the Hijrah’ [Budge 1920: 281, fn.2]6).
‘Aqar Qūf / ‘Akarkūf appears in the geographical gazeteers of two 13th century Arabic scholars - 
Yâkût (d. 1224) and al-Kazwîni (d. 1283). Both recorded [Musil 1927: 48, fn.35] that ‘Aqar Qūf 
was ‘a setlement in the administrative district of Dugejl, four parasangs7) from Baghdad. Close by 
rises a knol which can be seen from a distance of five parasangs’ [Oppert 1863: 258; Musil ibid.]. 
Yâkût also suggested that the site was the burial site of pre-Sasanian kings [Oppert ibid.8)].
These early references to ‘Aqar Qūf are in geographical gazeteers in which toponyms are listed 
and discussed. Other examples include two 10th century books which list towns in Iraq - the Hudūd 
al-‘ālam [1970: 138–140] and al-Muqaddasī [2001: 95–104]. Al-Muqaddasī’s work also contains 
a short guide for visitors to Iraq on its system of government, taxes, customs and caravan stages 
[ibid., 104 -114]. The style is dry and is rather like that adopted centuries later in the British Imperial 
Indian and Afghan Gazeteers published in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
By the 9th century Baghdad was at the apogee of its success. Thereafter it declined [cf. Amedroz 
1913; Waines 1977; Lassner 1983: 47]. The reasons for this decline are beyond the scope of this 
paper. In summary as the Abbasid administrative system failed so too did the irigation systems 
and setlements about Baghdad and more widely in Iraq and were deserted [see Adams 1981: 
225–228]. By the 11th century over 90% of the land that had been occupied in the Sasanian period 
　 　
 3) See Jofee [1998: 563–565] for a discussion of Baghdad, one of a group of newly founded capitals in Iraq. 
 4) Abū Ja’far Muhammad bin Jarīr al-Tabarī (A.D. 839–923) spent much of his life in Baghdad, but traveled extensively. His history 
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 7) Four parasangs is equivalent to circa 22 kms (cf. foot note 5).
 8) Note: Not the Sasanian kings as suggested by Bewsher 1867: 164.
was abandoned [ibid.: 218]. The 13th century references to ‘Aqar Qūf suggest that it did not share 
this fate.
Muslim, Christian and Jewish pilgrims, 10th – 15th centuries
Pilgrimage to sacred sites is an important element of the three great religions of the middle east 
[Shuiski 1987; Gil 1987; Housley 1987]. For Muslims the haj to Mecca is an obligation on al adults, 
subject to certain conditions. For Christians, though not obligatory, visits to the Holy Land are 
undertaken either as a penance (less so since the middle ages) or simply to worship at the site of 
significant events in the Bible [cf. Monga 1999: 162–163; Helfer 2005: 2368]9). For Jews the remains 
of the Second Temple in Jerusalem are the holiest site in the world.
For al three religions Jerusalem was important, but at this period access was a contested issue. 
The Crusades enforced a Christian presence in the Levant between 1096 and 1291, but the Crusaders 
did not hold Jerusalem for al of that time. During this period Christian pilgrims could with greater 
ease (a relative term) visit the Holy Land, but Jewish and Muslim pilgrims were denied access that 
both had when Muslim powers held the city. Once the Crusaders and their kingdoms had been 
removed from the Levant, access to Jerusalem for Christian pilgrims became more dificult, but 
they stil made the journey and recorded their impressions [cf. Wright 1848; The Palestine Pilgrims’ 
Text Society 1884–1896; Hachicho 1964: 16–18; Day 1980: 202–203].
By the end of the 16th century such were the numbers of pilgrims traveling from England that 
transporting them had become a ‘coveted business enterprise’ and pilgrims ‘an article of exportation’ 
[Howard 1914: 3]. The degree of interest in pilgrimages to the Holy Land may be indicated by 
the fact that one of the earliest books (in 3 editions) to be printed in England was a guide for pilgrims – 
Informacon for pylgrymes published by Wynkin de Worde10) in 1478. Not everyone, however, 
regarded pilgrimages with favour and Erasmus described them as a ‘dissipation’ [Howard 1914: 6; 
cf. also Houseley 1987: 661].
English pilgrims did not venture further eastwards than the Levant11). But, Jewish and Muslim 
pilgrims did. Between 1165 and 1173 a Spanish Jewish scholar, Benjamin of Tudela, traveled round 
the near east including Baghdad [Adler 1907: 54–65]. His account is detailed and accurate, but 
was not formaly published until 1543. He visited the ancient site of Babylon [ibid., 65–67]. He 
made no identifiable reference to ‘Aqar Qūf.
Two Arabic bibliographies of the period list 32 Muslim pilgrim accounts of journeys – rihla – 
made between 850 and 1250 [Shuiski 1987: 651; Helfer 2005: 2370]. One of the earliest accounts 
was by Ibn-Jubayr [2001] who between 1183 and 1185 traveled to Mecca and Medina; and through 
Iraq where he visited Baghdad [ibid., 226–239]. He makes no mention of ‘Aqar Qūf. A 150 or 
so years later in 1325 Ibn-Batūta12) began a journey through the Middle East. He visited Baghdad 
[Ibn-Batūta 1962: 326–335], but makes reference neither to a ‘Tower of Babylon’ nor to ‘Aqar 
Qūf. Neither traveler was particularly interested in ancient remains. Scholars, religious figures, 
mosques and the tombs of holy men were their chief interests.
Emissaries, missionaries and merchants in the Mongol period
The Crusades, though dramatic and extended, were limited geographicaly and had litle impact in 
the wider Muslim world. However, the emergence of the Mongols, under Genghis Khan 
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 9) See Runciman [1965: 38–50] for a discussion of early (i.e. pre-Crusades) Christian pilgrims.
10) De Worde died c. 1534 and was one of Caxton’s earliest successors.
11) John de Mandevile’s book, which he dictated drawing on earlier accounts, was probably based on hearsay rather than personal 
experience.
12) Ibn Batuta (1304–1368/9) was born in Morocco. His journey lasted for 29 years and he dictated the account drawing on earlier accounts.
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(1167–1227)13) was to have a far reaching and devastating impact on the fabric of the lands east 
of Cairo14). The atack in 1218 on Khwārazm [Bira 1998: 252–253] marked the start of the Mongol 
campaigns and only Ghengis Khan’s death in 1227 brought a temporary halt to the wars.
In 1238 a second wave of Mongol atacks into Eastern Europe brought the Mongols to the 
horified close atention of the various kings of Western Europe and the Pope. Envoys from Muslim 
rulers asking for help actualy arived in Western Europe, but were dismissed and the Bishop of 
Winchester (England) commented that they should ‘alow these dogs to devour one another’ – an 
enemy of the Muslim armies was a friend, or at least an uncertain aly, to the armies of Catholic Europe 
[Jackson et al. 1990: 15]. Indeed earlier reports of the Mongol atacks on the eastern reaches of 
the Muslim world had been garbled in transmission before they reached Europe and in the 1220s 
there was even a belief that the armies atacking the Islamic world were those of a Christian king, David 
[ibid., 14–15] or Prester John.
It was not until 1241, the year Khan Ogotai died, that the Pope finaly accepted the reality of 
the Mongol threat and a Crusade against them was declared, but it fizzled out. It was at this point 
that the Pope decided to send emissaries [ibid., 28–32] to the Mongols to see what it was they wanted 
and to provide accurate information about them. A number of realy brave travelers were sent east – 
among others Friar John of Pian de Carpini (1245–1247) and Friar Wiliam of Rubruck (1253–1255) 
[Jackson et al. 1990]. They successfuly traveled to the court of the Mongol Khan and returned 
with information about the Mongol intentions.
In 1224 a new Khan was ‘elected’ and the plan to atack Iraq and Baghdad was even known 
to Wiliam of Rubruck [ibid., 222–223]. In 3 weeks in February 1258, the Mongol army under Hülegü 
Khan conquered Iraq and brutaly sacked Baghdad15). Two armies atacked the city. One advanced 
from the east down the Khursan road; and the other from the west from Anbar along the route of 
the Nahr Isa canal [Strange 1900: 341]. The Arab histories disagree only in how many were kiled, 
and not that al the inhabitants were wiped out. If there was any setlement at ‘Aqar Qūf at that time16), 
it is most unlikely that it wil have survived the Mongol atack and 1258 probably marks the end 
of formal occupation at the site. The destruction was considerable [Strange 1900: 334–345], but 
not as complete as the Arab historiographers describe and it became the seat of the minor Mongol 
dynasty – the Ilkhanids [cf. ibid., 345–348; Wiet 1971: 166 and 171–172]. Further, through the 
Nestorian Church, Christianity had been accepted by some of the leading Mongols and their wives 
[Jackson 1990: 22–24; cf. also Ryan 1998] and this saved the Christians and their churches in the 
sack of Baghdad.
At the same time to the west, old trading routes were disrupted and the Crusaders and Byzantines 
used to serve the conflicting trading interests of Genoa and Venice. In 1199 a Fourth Crusade was 
assembled with the aim of atacking the Mamluks in Egypt. In two years from 1201 to 1203 the 
Crusaders were locked in negotiations with the Venetians over transportation fees. This culminated 
in the Crusaders unwitingly serving Venetian commercial interests by atacking Constantinople 
[Runciman 1965: ii, 109–122]. The Venetians had falen out with the Byzantine rulers; and in any 
case had never wanted war with Egypt with whom they had a secret – from the Crusaders – trade 
agreement. In addition the Pope wanted to bring the Orthodox Church under the control of Rome17). 
Accordingly in 1204 the Fourth Crusade captured Constantinople which they sacked for nine days 
[ibid., 123–124]. A Latin kingdom ruled Constantinople until July 1261 when the Byzantines, with 
　 　
13) The precise date of Genghis Khan’s birth is uncertain [cf. Jackson et al. 1990: 10, fn.3]. 
14) For a review of the campaigns of the Mongols up until circa 1251 see Jackson et al. 1990: 10–21.
15) For a summary of the Arab writen sources for fal of Baghdad see Strange [1900: 340–343].
16) See Adams [1981: 225–228] for a summary of the evidence (writen and from surface surveys) for the reduction in the size of Baghdad 
and the lower levels of setlement in the surounding area in the Late Abbasid and Ilkhanid Periods. 
17) In 2004 Pope John Paul I apologised for the sack of Constantinople 800 years previously.
the assistance of the Genoese to whom they gave a preferential trading agreement, regained control 
of the city [ibid., 287].
The combination of the Crusader wars along the Levantine litoral; the Mongol atacks from 
the east; and the conflict between the Byzantines and the successors to the Fourth Crusade in 
Constantinople, meant that trade through the Middle East would have been hazardous.
But travelers stil risked the journey. The most famous traveler of the age was a Venetian 
merchant, Marco Polo18) who in a 24 year journey (1271–1295) traveled as far as the Mongol empire 
in China. His book achieved wide distribution and was a key text for other explorers [Verlinden 1988: 
27; Ryan 1993: 649]. It was first printed in 1477, but more than 140 manuscript copies predated 
its publication [ibid., 650]. His description of Baghdad (‘Baldach19) or Bagadet, anciently caled 
Babilonia’ [ibid.]) 50 years after its sacking20), is abbreviated and he probably did not visit the city 
[Marco Polo 2008: 36]. He made no mention of ‘Aqar Qūf.
Marco Polo’s account difers from that of Benjamin of Tudela and Ibn Batuta. Whilst the 
later were chiefly concerned with religious maters, Marco Polo focused on historical events; 
international relations; and most importantly on trade. Marco Polo’s book also highlighted the fact 
that the apparently tolerant Mongols would welcome Christian missionaries [Ryan 1993: 651]. In 
the century that folowed a number of missionaries traveled to India where soon a number were active 
and establishing communities [cf. Ryan 1993; 1998].
One such missionary was a Franciscan priest, Friar Odoricus of Udine. In 1318 he was sent 
east as part of an extended missionary movement. He returned to Udine in 1331 having visited 
India, Sumatra, Borneo, China and Persia. He traveled from north to south through Iraq and recorded 
that ‘from thence (i.e. northern Mesopotamia) I traveled into Chaldaea, which is a great kingdome, 
and I passed by the Tower of Babel …’ [Odoricus 1904: 411]. It is not clear whether Odoricus 
saw the ziggurat ruins at Birs Nimrud or at ‘Aqar Qūf and either are possible.
In the late 14th and early 15th centuries the army of Timur devastated the great cities of the 
Near Eastern trade routes. In 1399 / 1400 Timur sacked Baghdad, Aleppo and Damascus. Once again 
the overland routes to India and China were disrupted and travel made dificult and unprofitable. 
Baghdad was reduced to an impoverished ruin of its Abbasid glory and it would be 500 years before 
it began to recover.
Overland trade with the Near East in the 16th and 17th centuries
The 16th century and the Renaissance was a period of extra-ordinary change in Europe and the Middle 
East. Politicaly it was the time of Suleiman the Magnificent (1520–1566) whose conquests took 
him to the gates of Vienna; control over most of the Middle East (Syria in 1516, Egypt in 1517, 
and Iraq in 1533/4); capture of the eastern Mediteranean and North Africa; and success against 
the Persians to the east. In Europe the war between Spain / Hapsburg Empire and France ran for 
most of the century. In northern Europe the Netherlands fought for independence from Spain and 
England emerged as a regional power under Henry VIIth and Elizabeth Ist.
It was the century when the hegemony of the Catholic Church was broken when in 1517 Martin 
Luther published his 95 Five Theses and established Protestantism; and in 1526 the English Parliament 
passed the Act against the Pope’s Authority. Religion became a serious issue in the various European 
wars of the century.
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18) The authenticity of the manuscript published in 1997 as ‘The city of light’ and which claims to be the memoires of a Jewish merchant, 
Jacob of Ancona, who traveled to China and returned to Italy in 1272, is discussed by Boulnois [2008: 356–361].
19) Baldach was a common form of Baghdad in European writings. It gave its name to a vilage on land owned by the Knights Templar, 
Baldock, in Hertfordshire, England [Jackson et al. 1990: 216, fn.2]; and to baldechino – ‘an Oriental brocade with gold and silver 
thread made in Baghdad’ valued by European markets in the time of the Crusades [Grifin 1996: 119].
20) Some rebuilding must have taken place as in 1274 the Bishop of Mosul moved to Baghdad.
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It was also the century when the expeditions of the late 15th century explorers from Spain and 
Portugal were exploited. International trade and nascent colonialism became issues of strategic 
concern to rulers throughout Europe. Each sought to establish exclusivity of access for their countries. 
This resulted in a series of smal scale wars and piracy that was, in England, dressed up as legitimate 
activity.
In 1498 the Portuguese sailor and navigator, Vasco da Gama successfuly rounded the Cape of 
Good Hope and made a return trip to Calicut. Within just a few years Portuguese ships loaded with 
spice and other goods from India and beyond were sailing direct to Europe having completed the 
trip round Africa21). For the rest of the century they dominated the sea routes to the valuable markets 
of the sub-continent.
In paralel to the trading success of the Portuguese in the East Indies, the Spanish were exploiting 
the ‘discovery’ of America by Christopher Columbus in 1492. Within 40 years of Columbus’ voyage 
the Spanish conquests in central and southern America were producing vast quantities of bulion. 
This supply continued until the eighteenth century22).
Against this background of Spanish, Portuguese23) and, to a more limited (geographicaly) extent, 
Venetian and French commercial success the English and the Dutch were frustrated outsiders. In 
an efort to break the stranglehold on the sea routes to the east Indies, the English sought to discover 
a way through the north west passage (Hugh Wiloughby and Richard Chancelor in 1553 and John 
Davis in 1585) or, more successfuly, through Russia (Richard Chancelor, Richard Johnson and 
Anthony Jenkinson in 1553–1558). European setlement in North American was begun. A new 
concept in international trade emerged in Northern Europe and in England – the joint stock trading 
company – e.g. in England The Muscovy Company (traded 1555–1917), The Levant Company (traded 
1581–1825), The Virginia Company (1606–1624), The Plymouth Company (1606–1620), and most 
successfuly the English East India Company (1600–1874) and in the Netherlands the Dutch East India 
Company (1602–1798).
Europe exported manufactured goods and bulion. England’s exports were kersey woolen cloth, 
tin and lead [Inalcik 1994: 369]. The commodities sought by the European markets in the sub-
continent were spices (e.g. pepper) which could be bought in India and sold at huge profit in Europe; 
and silk from Persia. The scale of profits to be made may be gauged from the pepper market. In 
1586, for example, Portuguese merchants were able to sel Indian pepper in Europe with a profit 
margin of over 500% [ibid., 352]. In 1570 Konrad Rot of Augsberg unsuccessfuly tried to corner 
the European pepper market. As part of his business plan he calculated that in a year Europe consumed 
28 000 quintals (circa 2.8 milion kgs.) of pepper [ibid.].
Until 1498 the overland routes through Alexandria and Aleppo to India were without rival. Along 
with the Silk Route to China they were they were the medium by which trade, with goods and 
merchants caried on great caravans of camels, between Europe and the sub-continent and China 
was conducted. The caravans through Syria congregated in Aleppo before heading south east down 
the course of the Euphrates either on the river itself to Ana / Falujah and then overland to Baghdad 
　 　
21) In 1501 five Portuguese ships unloaded 380 tons of pepper and spices at Falmouth [Braudel 1975: I. 544]. By 1510 a permanent 
setlement at Goa had been established by the Portuguese.
22) Estimates of the amount of silver extracted from the mines at Potosi, Peru, and exported to Spain vary – 51100 metric tons, or 81% 
of world production at the time [Habib 1999: 34–35]; and 45000 tons between 1556 and 1783 [Ferguson 2008: 23]. By 1600 Spain 
was drawing an average of 40 milion ducats per year from America [Calder 1998: 38]. The bulion never, however, amounted to 
more then 25% of national needs [Green 1970: 212]. This wealth did not stop, and may even have contributed to, Spain’s default 
on its international debts in 1557, 1560, 1575 and 1596. The Potosi silver in turn was used as the trading curency with the markets 
of the Indies and Far East causing inflation in those regions [Habib 1999: 35].
23) Such was the rivalry between Spain and Portugal that in June 1494 Pope Alexander VI presided over a setlement between the two 
kingdoms under which a north south line running through Brazil the world was divided into two trading blocks – Spain west of the 
line and Portugal the east.
and the down the Tigris to Basrah; or west of the Euphrates directly to Basrah [cf. Parish 1860; 
Ward 1897; Handbook of Mesopotamia 1917; Caruthers 1918; 1929; Randolph 1928; Grant 1937]. 
The route was dominated by Venetian and French merchants who in the eleventh century were granted 
‘capitulations’ (the right to trade) by the Byzantine emperors – rights that continued after the Otoman 
conquest of Constantinople in 1453.
Between 1511 and 1553 English merchants tried to break into the Levantine market [Hakluyt 
1907: 50–51; Braudel 1975: I. 613–615]. In 1535 Francis I of France signed a trade agreement 
with Suleiman the Magnificent. One clause of the treaty was that it should also apply to England 
if she so wished and if the treaty was ratified in London within 8 months – it was not [Wood 1935: 
2]24). 20 years later in 1553 an English merchant, Anthony Jenkinson received from the Sultan in 
Aleppo authority to trade on terms matching those already granted to French and Italian merchants 
in region [Hakluyt 1907: 36–38; Hachico 1964: 20–21], the agreement was never exploited. The 
extended economic recession then in England may have been the reason why25). Equaly the threat 
of piracy, and the fact that Venice as an intermediary trading party was cheap and successful were 
considerable factors [Wood 1935: 3; Wilan 1955: 402].
The recession in England produced a move to nationalist and restrictive trade policies. Trade 
and colonisation were regarded as possible solutions to the economic decline [cf. Wiliamson 1945: 
125–133; Calder 1998: 14–113]. This played a role in the thinking of an English clergyman, Richard 
Hakluyt who in 158926) published his first edition of a colection of traveler accounts [Scammel 
1974]. Hakluyt died in 1616, but his work was continued by Samuel Purchas in three publications 
[1613, 1616 and 1625]. An earlier and similar compendium of travel accounts was produced by a 
Venetian, G. B. Ramusio [1550–1559]27), who also produced his book in an efort to inform merchants 
and stimulate trade. The books of Ramusio, Hakluyt and Purchas are good examples of such works 
being published in Europe [cf. Monga 1999: 167; Helfer 2005: 2371].
In 1571 at the Batle of Lepanto the Otoman navy was defeated by an aliance of Spanish, 
Venetian, Genoese and Papal ships. The batle was part of the conflict between the Otoman Empire 
and the Catholic kingdoms of Europe. Between 1537 and 1540 and again in 1570 and 1573 Venice 
and Constantinople were at war. It was during the second war that the Sultan sought trade partnerships 
outside the Latin confederacy and approached England [Inalcik 1994: 365]28). The Otomans were 
seeking, among other goals, the strategic aim of maintaining their middleman position in European / 
Indian / Persian trade [ibid., 354].
At the same time the economic crisis in England was forcing the high oficers (Burghley and 
Walsingham) of the land to find solutions [e.g. Wiliamson 1945: 50–52; Stone 1949; Tawney et 
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24) See Jensen’s [1985] discussion on the background to, and outcomes of the Franco-Otoman aliance. 
25) The extent and causes of the English economic depression in the middle of the 16th century are debated issues [see Wordie 1997 
for a review]. Several indicators suggest that there was a recession – curency devaluation [Fisher 1990: 85; cf. also Tawney et al. 
1951: I, 186–187, 193–203; II, 346–359 for the Tudor documents; Jordan 1966: 64, fn.47; 70, fn.7177, fn.98; 80–81, fn.113 for 
the diary entries of Edward VI about curency debasement]; a colapse of exports to the Low Countries, partialy because of war 
on the mainland [Tawney et al. 1951: 89; Jordan 1966: 116, 23 March 1552; 168–173 for problems in the reign of Edward VI and 
his unrealised plan for dealing with the issue]; a 30% decline in the cloth trade [Fisher 1990: 90]; five-fold inflation rate between 
1530 and 1640 [Calder 1998: 18; cf. also Tawney et al.: 1951: I, 189–192 for the Tudor documents], though Wordie [1997] concludes 
that the price rises would have been worse but for deflationary factors. Hoyle’s [1998] review of taxation in the period suggests 
that there was a recession between 1520 and 1570 [ibid., 650]. The Port Books for the main English ports record no ships ariving 
from or going to the Levant in the 60s and 70s of the 16th century; nor do there appear to have been any High Court cases involving 
Levantine trade between 1550 and 1583 [Wilan 1955: 400]. The death of Henry VII in 1547 folowed by the minority rule of 
Edward VI (1537–1553, and king at 9 years old in 1547); the controversies of Queen Mary’s tenure on the throne (1553–1559) 
and the early years of Elisabeth I’s long reign would not have helped create economic or financial stability in England.
26) The second edition appeared in 1598–1600. See Day [1980: 90–92] for a summary of Hakluyt’s life; and ibid. [105–142] for a list 
of al the accounts published by Hakluyt.
27) There is a modern edition, 1978–1988, which is available on line at – htp:/ww.liberliber.it/biblioteca/licenza.
28) For the historical background to the Otoman position in the 1580s see Green [1970: 361–369].
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al. 1951: I, 124–127; II, 311–345], though the Privy Council may not have had ful control of 
the outcomes [Panko 1968: 32–44, esp. 43, fn.134].
In 1579 Wiliam Harborne, a London merchant led a smal party of his felow English traders 
to Constantinople essentialy to scout out the possibilities for trade with the Otoman Empire [Bent 
1893: vi-vii]. What they found encouraged them to judge that such trade would be profitable and 
prompted the Sultan to open negotiations with Elizabeth Ist to establish a trade agreement between 
the two kingdoms. The potential benefits of such an agreement were examined by Walsingham in 
a submission to the Queen [Epstein 1908: 245–251]. Between 1579 and 1580 there was an exchange 
of leters between the Sultan and Queen Elizabeth Ist culminating in a bilateral trade agreement signed 
in 1580 [Hakluyt 1907: 52–63; Beckingham 1974: 184–186]. The agreement precipitated the creation 
of The Levant Company in 1581, a company that was to continue until 1825 [Bent 1890; Epstein 
1908: 1–19; Wood 1935: 15–41]. Naturaly neither the Venetians nor the French welcomed the 
arival of the English in Constantinople and ambassadors of both tried unsuccessfuly to contain the 
first English ambassador to the court of Constantinople, Wiliam Harborne [ibid., 14]29). In London 
in 1590 The Venice Company, which had hitherto had the monopoly on import rights of ‘curants, wine 
and oil from the Venetian dominions’ [ibid., 18] was merged with The Levant Company. The first 
Otoman ambassador to London arived in 1607 [Bent 1893: xi].
By the mid 1580s The Levant Company, favoured by Elizabeth Ist 30), was making profits said 
to be 300 % using 19 ships [Epstein 1908: 18–19]31), including the largest merchant vessel in the 
world [ibid., 17]. A Portuguese traveler and merchant, Teixiera, recorded that in 1605 in Aleppo 
the annual trade measured in ducats for each nation was worth 1.5 m to the Venetians; 800 000 to 
the French; 300 000 to the English and 150 000 to the Dutch [cf. Haris 1960: 66]32). The Company 
　 　
29) The secret despatches of the Venetian Ambassador, Giovani Moresin, to Constantinople for the period April 1583 – September 1584 
record the petitions by the French Ambassador to the Pasha to have the English Ambassador, Wiliam Harborne, rejected by the 
Sultan; and then his unsuccessful atempts to have Harborne expeled. The despatches also record the various spies the Venetian 
ambassador had in the court of the Sultan [Brown 1894: 48–104; online at htp:/www.british-history.ac.uk].
30) In 1582 Elizabeth Ist loaned the company 10 000 pounds of silver [Wood 1935: 16]
31) In 1588 the Hercules and four other ships unloaded cargo worth £55 000 – a huge some in those days [Wilan 1955: 408–409] 
when an unskiled labourer earned circa £10–£15 p.a. [Stone 1961: 103]. 
32) The leter book for 1598–1602 of an English factor at Aleppo, Wiliam Clarke, gives an insight into how trade with India was conducted 
[Haris 1960]. Baret’s summary, writen in 1584, of customs tarifs, exchange rates and weights and measures in use in Baghdad, 
Fig. 2　The caravan routes from Aleppo and Damascus to Basra.
also played an important role in expanding knowledge about the Near East in England. Many of 
the oficials were educated men who were interested in the lands in which they lived beyond just 
trade maters.
Against this background in 1583 Queen Elizabeth Ist commissioned a London merchant, John 
Newbery, to travel to India and China with leters from herself seeking the establishment of trading 
relations [Hakluyt 1907: 269–271]. Newbery and two others, Ralph Fitch33) and John Eldred34), 
sailed on the Tiger35) to Tripoli and then traveled overland to Basrah via Aleppo and Baghdad. They 
then went by sea to Goa (having on the way to deal with false accusations of spying leveled against 
them by a Venetian commercial rival).
Newbery’s account of the trip is scrappy, but those of his two companions, Fitch and Eldred, 
are more informative and both contain descriptions of their 18 hour journey from Falujah to Baghdad 
and of the ruins at ‘Aqar Qūf.
Eldred’s description is vivid:– ‘… here also are standing the ruines of the olde tower of Babel, 
which being upon a plaine ground seemeth a fare of very great, but the nearer you come to it, 
the lesser and lesser it appeareth; sundry times I have gone thither to see it, and found the remnants 
yet standing above a quarter of a mile in compasse, and almost as high as the stone work of Pauls 
steeple36) in London, but it showeth much bigger. The bricks remain, in this most ancient monument 
be halfe a yard thicke, and three quarters of a yard long, being dried in the Sunne onely, and between 
every course of bricks there lieth a course of mates made of canes, which remaine sound and nor 
perished as though they had been layed within one yeere …’ [Eldred 1904: 5]37).
Fitch’s description is shorter:– ‘… the Tower of Babel is built on this side the river Tigris towards 
Arabia from the towne (i.e. Baghdad) about seven or eight miles, which tower is ruinated on al 
sides, and with the fal thereof hath made as it were a litle mountaine, so that it hath no shape at 
al; it was made of brickes dried in the sonne, and certaine canes and leaves of the palme tree layed 
betwixt the brickes. There is no entrance to be seene to goe into it. It doth stand upon a great 
plaine betwixt the rivers of Euphrates and Tigris …’ [Fitch 1904: 467].
In 1587 a Venetian merchant, Caesar Frederick, who traveled the Syrian / Iraq land route several 
times between 1563 and 1581, published an account of his experiences38). In 1590 Gasparo Balbi, 
a felow Venetian and a jeweler, who had made similar journeys to India published a description 
of his travels [Charpentier 1920: 148]. Balbi’s account is less reliable and he probably plagiarised 
Frederick’s work [ibid., 157–161].
Frederick’s account of the ruins at ‘Aqar Qūf is unambiguously a description of the site39):– 
 ‘AQAR QŪF BEFORE ITS EXCAVATION IN 1942　9
　 　
Basrah and the Indies was meant as working document for merchants [Baret 1904]. The Company exports of English broadcloth 
and woolen material was increasingly successful in the early 17th century [cf. Davis 1961: 117–126].
33) For biographies of Ralph Fitch (d. 1611) see Edwardes [1973] and Dickie [2008].
34) John Eldred (1552–1632) was a successful London merchant. He became famous in his lifetime becoming rich by trading in spices 
from the East Indies. The large house he bought in 1597 in Great Saxham was known localy as ‘Nutmeg Hal’. For a summary of 
his life see Baldwin [2008].
35) For the circumstances of the voyage see Ferguson [1902: xxv–xxx]. See also Rowse [2003: 197–200] for an account of the voyage; 
Loomis [1956] and Taylor [1964: 111–113] for the identification of the Tigris in Shakespear’s Macbeth and Twelth Night.
36) This would have been the ‘old St Paul’s’ burnt down in the Great Fire of London in 1666.
37) See Hoenselaars [1999: 35] for a discussion of how Eldred’s association between St Paul’s and the Tower of Babel influenced 
contemporary writers.
38) Frederick’s account was included by Ramusio in his compendium.
39) Sponsored by his brother-in-law, between 1573 and 1576 Leonhart Rauwulf, a doctor from Ausburg, traveled through the Near 
East. In 1575 he visited Baghdad and then traveled west to Falujah. He gives an account of ruins he saw and which he identifies 
as the Tower of Babylon:–  ‘… just before the vilage of Elugo (i.e. Falujah), is the hil wheron the castle did stand in a plain, 
whereon you may stil see the ruines of the fortification, which is quite demolished and uninhabited: behind it prety near to it, did 
stand the Tower of Babylon, which the children of Noah (who first inhabited these countries after the Deluge) began to build up to 
heaven; this we see stil, and it is half a league in diameter, but it is so mightily ruined, and low, and so ful of vermin that have 
bored holes through it, that one might not come near it within half a mile, but only in two months in the winter when they come 
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‘… the tower of Nimrod or Babel is situated on that side of the Tygris that Arabia is, and in a very 
great plaine distant from Babylon seven or eight miles: which tower is ruinated on every side, and 
with the faling of it there is made a great mountaine: so that it hath no forme at al, yet there is a 
great part of it standing, which is compassed and almost covered with the aforesayd falings: this Tower 
was builded and made of foursquare Brickes, which Brickes were made of earth, and dried in the 
Sunne in maner and frome folowing: first they layed a lay of Brickes, then a Mat made of canes, square 
as the Brickes, and in stead of lime, they daubed it with earth: these Mats of Canes are at this time 
so strong, that it is a thing wonderful to beholde, being of such antiquity: I have gone round about 
it, and have not found any place where there hath bene any doore or entrance: it may be in my 
judgement in circuit about a mile, and rather lesse then more ..’ [Frederick 1904: 369–370].
In 1603 another English merchant, John Cartwright, visited Iraq and his account of his trip, 
including his description of ‘Aqar Quf was included in Purchas’ colection of published manuscripts:– 
‘… two places of great antiquitie did wee thoroughly view in the Countrey: the one was, the ruines 
of the old Tower of Babel (as the Inhabitants hold unto this day) built by Nimrod, the Nephew of Cham, 
Noahs sonne. And now at this day, that which remayneth is caled, the remnant of the Tower of Babel: 
there is standing as much, as is a quarter of a mile in compasse, and as high as the stone-worke of 
Pauls Steeple in London. It was built of burnt Bricke cimented and joined with bituminous Mortar, 
to the end, that it should not receive any cleft in the same. The Brickes are three quarters of a yard 
in length, and a quarter in thickness, and betweene every course of Brickes, there lieth a course of 
Mats made of Canes and Palme-tree leaves so fresh, as if they had been layd within one yeere …’ 
[Cartwright 1905: 521].
In a brief note in 1604 Pedro Teixiera, a Portuguese merchant who journeyed from Baghdad 
to Aleppo in 1604–05, described the ruins at ‘Aqar Qūf. The most interesting aspect of the text is 
that it includes the first reference in a western publication (originaly in the Purchas publications 
of the early seventeenth century) to the modern name for the site:– ‘… On Tuesday, the 14th (December 
1604), just before sunrise, we marched from the water wheels, heading west over good and level 
country, with a few litle hils. After three leagues march we entered the ruins of a great city, where 
are yet standing, one tal monara or alroran40), and two fragments of a thick strong rampart of burnt 
brick and mortar. The Arabs cal it Karkuf …’ [Texiera 1902: 74].
Between 1614 and 1626 a wealthy Roman, Pietro Dela Vale41), made an extraordinary journey 
through the Middle East and India. What began as a pilgrimage to the Holy Land became a major 
expedition. He traveled through Egypt, the Holy Land, Constantinople and then by the desert caravan 
route to Baghdad. In Baghdad he maried. He also sought out and found the corect site of ancient 
Babylon [Reade 2008: 25–26]. From Baghdad he went through Persia to India and then finaly home 
to Rome by sea. Throughout he wrote lengthy leters to a friend in Rome and these form the basis 
of the books published by his sons after his death [Vale 1990]. Sadly for the study of ‘Aqar Qūf, 
Dela Vale does not appear to have visited the site which had he done so, he would have described 
it in one of his leters.
　 　
not out of their holes …’ [Budge 1920: 282].
　　It is dificult to identify the ruins Rauwulf saw. ‘Aqar Qūf is on the Falujah-Baghdad route and its height made it a landmark 
and could be what Rauwulf saw [e.g. Parot 1954: 11]. But Rauwulf describes the ruins as low and near Falujah and not Baghdad. 
Budge [ibid.] argued that the ruins were of the ziggurat at Borsippa. However, Borsippa is not on the direct route between Baghdad 
and Falujah and the ‘Aqar Qūf ruins may hardly be described as ‘low’. It is almost certain that the ruins he saw were of Al-Anbar 
which are close to Falujah [cf. also Reade 2008: 22 and 24]. Possibly Rauwulf was told that the ‘Tower of Babylon’ was on the 
road to Falujah, and he confused the site of the ruins.
40) Minaret.
41) Dela Vale lived 1586–1652.
In 1644, in the course of a long journey to the east Tavernier42), a French merchant, saw ‘Aqar 
Qūf. In his 1678 [86–87] publication he described the site as folows:– ‘… at a distance almost 
equal between Tigris and Euphrates, there appears a vast heap of earth, which the people cal to 
this day Nimrod. It stands in the midst of a wide plain and may be discover’d a great way of. 
The vulgar sort believe it to be the remains of the Tower of Babel; but there is more probability of 
the Arabian opinion, who cal it Agartouf, and believe it to have been built by an Arabian Prince, 
who always kept a beacon on the top to assemble his subjects together in time of war. The heap 
of earth was about three hundred paces in circuit; but it is not easie to guess at the ancient height, 
the rest being fal’n to ruines, but only eighteen or twenty fathom. It is built of brick dry’d in the 
sun, every brick being ten inches square, and three thick. The building is thus raised. Upon every 
row of canes on reeds bruis’d to pieces and mixed with wheat-straw, and spread an inch and a half 
thick, lie seven orders of these bricks with a litle straw between each; then another bed of reeds, 
and six rows of bricks; then a third with five rows; decreasing in that manner til you come to the 
top. The form of it seems to have been rather square than round; and in the highest part of that 
which remains there appears a hole like a window; if it were not rather an outlet for water, or a 
hole for the scafolding. In short, according to the description of Moses there is no likelihood that 
this should be the ancient Tower of Babel’.
The key point in this account is that Tavernier corectly argued that the ziggurat ruins at ‘Aqar 
Qūf could not be those of the Tower of Babylon. In doing so he was folowing De Vale who visited 
Baghdad in 1620 [1990: 102] and who corectly identified Babel with Babylon [ibid., 106]43). With 
the corect identification of the site of Babylon [see Reade 2008 for a summary of the process] 
‘Aqar Qūf ’s days as the Tower of Babylon came to an end and with that interest in the site and its 
ruins declined44).
The Grand Tour
The 16th century also saw the beginning of what later became known as the ‘Grand Tour’ [cf. Howard 
1914: 141–177; Lehmberg 1999; Monga 1999: 163–164]. The first guide to traveling published 
in English appeared in 1575 and was a translation from the German of Hieronymus Turlerers ‘The 
travelier of Jerome Turler’ published in 1574. In an essay published in 1625 Francis Bacon 
summarised the essence of such journeys. The aim was to educate the rich young men of the kingdom. 
In among the items they were encouraged to record in travel diaries were ancient ruins and antiquities. 
Greece and Italy were the key destinations on a Grand Tour, but the adventurous did travel to Egypt 
and the Holy Land. Beyond that travel to Baghdad remained dangerous and the preserve of men 
who had to make the trip – merchants and employees of The Levant and East India Companies.
An exception to this was a German scholar, Georg Fernberger who, between 1588 and 1593, 
journeyed through Egypt, the near east and India. He kept a travel diary (in Latin). The Near Eastern 
and Indian sections of his diary were not published until 1999 and so had no impact on the 
understanding of the region in the 16th and later centuries. His work does, however, reflect two points. 
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42) Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (1605–1689) was primarily a successful merchant who between 1631 and 1668 made several journeys to Persia 
and India. He published his account of his journeys [1678] for the expressed purpose of serving as an aid to other travelers.
43) The Dela Vale was the first European to publish a cuneiform text [Budge 1920, I: 283, fn.1].
44) Of course not everyone was aware of the corect identification of the site of Babylon. Between 1672 and 1674 Abbé Caré traveled 
to India via Syria and Iraq under the instructions of Minister Colbert in the administration of Louis XIV and of the French East 
India Company. Caré’s account of his trip was published in 1699. Caré sailed up the Tigris to Baghdad and states that he saw ‘the 
Tower of Babel which is only two day’s journey from this place (i.e. Salman Pak) [Caré 1948: 858]. Earlier in 1671 Caré states 
that he visited the Tower of Babel from Baghdad [ibid., 588, fn.1]. He states that he did so in a day and that to get to it he had 
to cross a number of flooded canals and ditches. This would appear to be ‘Aqar Qūf rather than Birs Nimrud. It also suggests that 
the ‘Tower’ he saw as he sailed up the Tigris was also ‘Aqar Qūf which would have been a two day’s journey from Salman Pak 
[ibid.].
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Firstly it ilustrates the growing interest in traveling as an educatory process and not in support of trade 
or religion. As such he was one of the early explorers in the region. Secondly, Fernberger visited 
Baghdad in 1589 traveling on the established route from Ana to Feluja and on to Baghdad and 
saw the ruins of the ziggurat at ‘Aqar Qūf. He does not describe the ruins in detail, but did identify 
them as the ‘turim Nemroth’ [Fernberger 1999: 59]. Fernberger also took a brick from the ruins 
of the ziggurat back to Europe [Ooghe 2007: 237] and thus colected the first recorded artefact 
(now lost) from the site. The inscribed brick could not be read and it could not serve as a catalyst 
for discussion of the true identity of the ruins.
Adventurous travel in the 18th century
By 1600 the English and Dutch had broken the Venetian45) and French46) monopoly of the land 
route trade to India. Trade along the overland route to India continued through the 17th and 18th 
centuries [Ambrose 1931], but the establishment in 1600 of the English East India Company marked 
the end of the central role The Levant Company had with India, though it continued to function 
until 1825. During that time The Levant Company appointed and paid consuls and ambassadors in 
a number of cities in the near east [Hachicho 1964: 40–42]. The English East India Company was 
one of most successful corporations in history. By the time of its dissolution in 1874 it had seen 
its successes to have included huge profits and its establishment as the de facto rulers of India to 
the borders of Afghanistan. It became the jewel in Great Britain’s Imperial Crown.
Both companies employed oficers who would have a profound impact on the scientific and 
archaeological studies of modern day Syria, Iraq and modern day Iran. Without these men it is unlikely 
that the study of ancient Mesopotamia would be as advanced as it is today.
In Europe an increasingly academic interest in the region developed47). As the 18th century 
wore on there was a developing curiosity about ancient Egypt. Travel also became easier and the 
Grand Tour became fashionable, though this was generaly confined to Europe. Travel as a way of 
educating oneself and then the readership of the accounts travelers published once they returned 
became very fashionable [Weber 1953: 104–186; Hachicho 1964: 41–91]. Some of the richer 
travelers took with them the publications of their predecessors and in their own books sometimes 
plagiarised the earlier accounts giving rise occasionaly to repetition.
Though many of these travelers passed through Baghdad, few visited ‘Aqar Qūf 48). A notable 
exception was a British navy surgeon, Edwards Ives49) who was in Baghdad in 1758 and visited ‘Aqar 
Qūf describing his trip as folows:– ‘At three this morning, al the party … left Baghdad for Nimrod’s 
tower. It lies west by north, distant about nine miles … the ground began to rise in a gentle ascent, 
for half a quarter of a mile before we reached the tower, occasioned, as we imagined, by the rubbish 
of the old buildings which once stood here. Whether the tower was at first of a square form, is 
now dificult to determine, though the former is most probable, because al the remaining bricks 
are placed square, and not in the least circular. The bricks are al twelve inches square, and four 
and an half thick. The cement is of mud or slime, mixed with broken reed as we mix hair with 
mortar; which slime might have been from one of the great rivers, or taken out of one of the swamps 
in the plain … Betwixt every seventh or eighth brick in the tower, is a layer of reeds, of which I 
　 　
45) Shakespear’s Merchant of Venice reflects the rivalry between England and Venice in the late 16th / early 17th centuries.
46) See Horniker [1946] for a survey of the commercial rivalry in the Levant between France and England. 
47) See for example the diary entry by John Evelyn (1620–1706), a founder member of the Royal Society in London, for 20 December 
1673:– ‘I had some discourse with certaine strangers, not unlearned, who had been born not far from old Niniveh: They assur’d me 
the ruines being stil extant, & vast, wonderful was the buildings, Vaults, Pilars, & magnificent fragments now buried, & remaining: 
but litle could they say of the Toure of Babel that satisfied me …’ [Bédoyère 1995: 200].
48) See, however, the gift of a much crumbled brick from ‘Aqar Qūf given to the British Museum in 1768 from the ‘supposed Tower 
of Babilon’ [Reade 2008: 25]. 
49) See Laughton [2008] for a summary of the few facts known about Edward Ives.
took a few for the sake of curiosity, also some of the slime, and a piece of both sorts of brick, the 
harder and softer; for those which lie in the rubbish are of a much harder substance, than what now 
remains in the tower. The height of the ruin is 126 feet; the diameter of the largest and middle 
part about 100 feet. We judge it to be solid to the centre; yet near the top there is a regular opening 
of an oval form, but as we could not climb up to it, it appears however from the present look to 
have been a window. The circumference of that part of the tower which remains, and which is 
above the rubbish, is about 300 feet, but probably could the foundation be come at, it would be 
found of far greater extent. Mr Doidge, from whose draught with a pencil, the copper-plate here 
inserted, was taken, calculated the visible ruins of the tower to contain about 100 000 cubic feet. 
The present Turks, Jews and Arabians, are fond of believing this to be the identical ruin of the ancient 
tower of Babel, for which they assign a variety of reasons; but al so void of the appearance of 
truth … I am clearly of the opinion, from its situation, and many other circumstances, that it never 
could have been the tower of Babel, but rather suspect it to have been a beacon or watch-tower to 
give notice of the approach of an enemy or perhaps used as an observatory to inspect the various 
motions of the heavenly bodies …’ [Ives 1773: 297–298].
The account is detailed and accurate, but the most 
important aspect of the publication was the drawing of the 
ziggurat ruins. This too is accurate. Not only is it the first 
published drawing of the ziggurat ruins, it was also the best 
ilustration of the ruins until that of Ker Porter (see below). 
Ives knew that ‘Aqar Qūf was not the Tower of Babel and 
he ascribed a more modern date to the ruins as wel as a 
diferent function.
In 1761 Frederick V, King of Denmark, sponsored a 
scientific expedition to Egypt, Arabia and the Near East. 
He did so on the advice of Professor Johann Michaelis of 
Götingen University who proposed, in a 235 page brief, that 
the expedition could answer questions, mainly Biblical, in 
region. The expedition consisted of six academics one of 
whom was Carsten Niebuhr, a mathematician. After journeying through Egypt and Arabia Niebuhr, 
the only member of the party stil alive, traveled through Mesopotamia in 1765. In his publication 
of his journey Niebuhr notes that he visited the ruins at ‘Aqar Qūf and dismisses its identification 
as the Tower of Babylon:– ‘Plusieurs voyageurs ont pris Agerkuf pour la tour de Babylone. Mais 
cele-ci étoit sans contredit dans le voisinage de l’Euphrate, et Agerkuf n’est pas loin du Tigre. 
Cependenat on ne peut pas bien decider aujourd’hui à quele dessein cet edifice à été elevé. Peut-
être etoit-ce le terain sur lequel un des premiers Califes de Baghdad, ou meme un des Rois de 
Perse qui residoit à El Madeien, avoit unde maison de campagne, pour prendré un air fraix et froid, 
sur la hauteur …’ [Niebuhr 1776: i, 248].
19th century
By the beginning of the 19th century there was a general understanding that the ruins at ‘Aqar Qūf 
were not those of the Tower of Babylon. The various non-indigenous suggestions as to its function 
were that it was an Abbassid structure which the Caliphs used as a recreation point to escape the 
heat of Baghdad [Niebuhr ibid.]; an Islamic (unspecified date) watch-tower or beacon [Ives ibid.]; 
the ruins of a Parthian city [Rawlinson 1862: 28, fn.]; and the ruins of an ancient Babylonian city, 
Duraba [Ainsworth 1838: 172; Rawlinson 1862: 27] or Accad [Ker Porter 1821: 279]. The local 
inhabitants thought it was a tower built by Nimrod [e.g. Fernberger ibid.; Fitch ibid.; Eldred ibid.; 
Tavernier ibid., etc.] or even more anciently as the burial place of pre-Sasanian kings (Yâkût) [cf. 
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Fig. 3　The ziggurat at ‘Aqar Qūf [after 
Ives 1773, opposite page 297].
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Bewsher 1867: 164]. The issue was not to be setled until 1861 when cuneiform was deciphered 
(see below).
From the end of the 18th century and increasingly in the 19th century a series of British travelers 
made the journey overland from the eastern Mediteranean to Baghdad and beyond. Iraq was the 
subject of a number of geographical and hydrological surveys by British or Indian Government 
sponsored expeditions. The possibility that the Euphrates and Tigris rivers might be used for riverine 
trade was an important issue in the first half of the century. The first scientific visitors were, however, 
archaeologists. At the end of the 18th century the English East India Company ordered its resident 
in Basrah to send a colection of objects bearing cuneiform inscriptions to London [Lloyd 1980: 10]50). 
In 1801 the East India Company resident in Baghdad sent several bricks and an Inscription of 
Nebuchadnezzar I to London [Fossey 1904: i.15]. The first sustained study of ancient Iraq, however, 
was by Claudius James Rich, appointed the British resident in Turkish Arabia in 180751).
In the course of his work exploring Babylonia looking for ancient remains, Rich visited ‘Aqar 
Qūf in 1811 and he published his description of the ruins 4 years later:– ‘… Akerkouf, or, as it is 
more generaly caled Nimrod’s Tower, for the inhabitants of these parts are as fond of atributing 
every vestige of antiquity to Nimrod, as those of Egypt are to Pharoah. It is situated ten miles to 
the N.W. of Bagdad, and is a thick mass of unburnt brick-work of an iregular shape, rising out of 
a base of rubbish; there is a layer of reeds between every fifth or sixth (for the number is not regulated) 
layer of bricks. It is perforated with smal square holes, as the brick work at the Birs-Nemroud, 
and about half way up on the east side is an aperture like a window; the layers of cement are very 
thin, which, considering it is mere mud, is an extraordinary circumstance. The height of the whole 
is one hundred and twenty six feet; diameter of the largest part, one hundred feet; circumference 
of the foot of the brick-work above the rubbish, three hundred feet; the remains of the tower contain 
one hundred thousand cubic feet (vide Ives’s travels, p.298). To the east of it is a dependent mound 
resembling those at the Birs, and Al Hheimar …’ [1816: 41]52).
It is not clear by whom or even precisely when, but an inscribed brick was taken from ‘Aqar 
Qūf to London before 1816 when Thomas Maurice wrote his commentary on the history and ruins 
of Babylon and identified the brick [Maurice 1816: 125].
In 1818–1819 the exotic figure of Sir Robert Ker Porter53) traveled through Iraq. Ker Porter 
was a noted painter, diplomat who was knighted in four diferent countries; maried a Russian princess; 
painted Simon Bolivar; and was present at the batle of Coruña. He visited Baghdad and made the 
day trip out to ‘Aqar Qūf [1821: I. 275–280]. He states that the ruins were caled by the local 
Arab population Tel Nimrood and by the Otoman Turks Nemrood Tepassé [ibid., 275]. He adds 
that the name Akarkouf was used to indicate the area about the ruin and may have been the name 
of an ancient Babylonian city [ibid., 275–6].
Ker Porter described the ruins:– ‘On ariving at the huge pyramidal mass which appeared in 
the center of this tract, we found it standing upon a gentle gradual elevation, ascending from the perfect 
level upwards of sixty yards. This apparently foundation hil, though in fact only a colection of 
rubbish round the pile itself, consists if loose sandy earth, intermixed with fragments of burnt brick, 
potery and a kind of hard clay partialy vitrified. I measured one of the baked bricks that was 
nearly entire; it formed a square of twelve inches, in thickness two and three quarters, and was of 
　 　
50) Hager [1801] published ilustrations of cuneiform inscriptions from the colections of the East India Company, Cardinal Borgia and 
Dr. Hulme.
51) Claudius James Rich (1786–1821) was a gifted linguist and an intrepid traveler and employee of the East India Company [cf. Alexander 
1928; Lloyd 1980: 12–13, 16–21; Lane-Poole 2008].
52) After his death Rich’s wife published more of his papers including extracts from Rich’s diary showing how much he drew from his 
diary in his published work [Rich 1839: 2–3].
53) For summary of Ker Porter’s (1777–1842) life see Barnet [1972].
an excessively hard substance. No characters whatever were traceable on this specimen, nor on any 
of the fragments we saw. From the gentle elevation just described, rises an enourmous solidly-built 
mass, crowning it like a rock, and composed entirely of sun-dried brick. Its present iregular shape, 
worn away by time, and furowed by the rain of ages, leaves no possibility of doing more than 
conjecturing its original form. Its sides face the cardinal points … Neither mounds nor any rubbish 
of ancient decay, track its more distant vicinity in any direction except to the east, where, not many 
paces from the foot of the Tepessé, a couple of extensive and high heaps of ruins, composed of the 
same materials with those of their more gigantic neighbour, vary the perfect flat of the plain. The 
height of the Tepessé, from the summit of the gradual slope, from which the more ponderous fabrick 
shoots upward, to the towering iregular top of the whole, may be about one hundred and twenty-
five or thirty feet; and its circumference at the botom of this upper structure, is three hundred feet; 
which huge pile, at about ten feet in a perpendicular line from the its base, measures a hundred feet 
in the breadth of its face. From its foundation, and the whole way up to its summit, the diferent 
layers of sun-dried brick or clay, of which it is composed, may be traced with great precision. But 
the several courses vary so much in height, that some are twelve, others eighteen, or twenty feet,; 
while every brick in each layer of the course is united to its neighbour by a thin lining of pure 
slime; no other element whatever being visible; though each horizontal division between these courses 
is marked by a stratum of reeds … they bed every fifth or sixth layer of brick, to a thickness of 
two inches, lying regularly one over the other, unmixed with any other substance; and, as the adjacent 
part of the bricks gradualy crumbled away, these strata project from the surface, and are very 
distinguishable at a considerable distance … I drew a large quantity out, and found many of them 
two feet in length. It does not appear that in constructing these sun-dried bricks, any straw was 
mixed with the fabrick; and in examining various fragments of burnt brick, I sought in vain for a morsel 
of bitumen. The whole of this curious pile seems to be solid, excepting where certain square 
perforations, going directly through, must intersect each other in the heart of the building, and were, 
probably, intended to preserve it from damp, by the constant succession of free air. There is also, 
on its northern face (which is virtualy perpendicular,) and at a considerable elevation from the base, 
an opening of an oval form, rather larger than a common-sized window; but it does not penetrate 
farther into the pile than six or eight feet . some traces 
of a former city are certainly apparent … the remains of 
a canal of great magnitude are stil visible somewhat to the 
north of Akarkouf …’ [ibid., 275–279].
Ker Porter’s description of the ruins is accurate as 
are his ilustrations, though they did not gain the curency 
that the later drawing published by Chesney did (see 
below). In his discussion of the possible identity and 
nature of the site, Ker Porter suggests [ibid., 279] that 
it might be identified with the city Accad which appears 
in Genesis, He further notes that the ruins may be those 
of Sitace mentioned by Xenephon and that its bricks may 
have been used to build Baghdad [ibid.]. He firmly 
dismissed the suggestion that it was Babylon. As to the 
ruins of the ziggurat he suggests that it was the ‘base of 
some loftier superstructure, probably designed for the 
double use of a temple and an observatory; a style of 
sacred edifice common with the Chaldeans, and likely 
to form the principle object in every city and town devoted 
to the idolatory of Belus and the worship of the stars’. 
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Fig. 4　Four views of the ziggurat ruin at 
‘Aqar Qūf by Ker Porter [1821: I. 
Pl. LXVII.a-d].
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[ibid., 280].
It is interesting that of al the early visitors to ‘Aqar 
Qūf it was the diplomat artist Ker Porter who came 
closest to corectly identifying the age and original 
function of the ruins at the site.
James Buckingham54) was a journalist who in the 
early 1820s traveled through Iraq when he visited ‘Aqar 
Qūf and published his impressions including those of the 
site [1827: 394–402]:– ‘… The ruined monument caler 
Akkerkoof, and more generaly Kasr Nimrood or 
Nimrod’s palace, is a shapeless mass of brick-work, 
rising from a broad base, now so worn away as to be a 
mere heap of rubbish … the part that remains is 
composed of unburnt bricks, of a large size, cemented together by thin layers of mud, and between 
every five or six rows of brick, or at intervals of about three feet, are layers of reeds. These last 
were placed across each other in four separate layers, that is, the first and third shewing their ends 
outwards, and the second and fourth their sides, as in the weaving of a straw mat. The softer substance 
of the brick having gradualy crumbled away by the operation of the elements, these layers now project 
beyond the surface, and form distinct ridges, which are seen at a considerable distance in regular 
lines … … The whole mass … As it stood, resembled the remains of a brick pyramid, more than 
any other kind of building. Its base occupied an extent of nearly three hundred feet square. From 
thence, a slope went up, as on a heap of rubbish, which, however, was evidently part of the original 
work; for beneath the surface, now worn into mud by the wind and weather, the layers of bricks 
and reeds could be plainly traced. This slope was suficiently gentle, in most places, to be ascended 
on foot without dificulty, and, after a perpendicular height of about fifty feet, it led to the more perfect 
mass, where the brick-work is stil firm and distinct. This rises in a tal heap, nearer to a pyramidal 
than any other form, though it may, with the strictest propriety, be caled shapeless, as it is destitute 
of regularity in every part of its outline. Some portions of it, indeed, rise perpendicularly, and there 
are appearances of holes and channels on the present outer surface … On the north-east side, and 
about half way up the height of the more perfect portion that remains, is a passage like an arched 
window, stil open, its termination not being visible from any part of the heap on which I stood … 
Though the interior of this solid mass of building was composed of unbaked bricks, its exterior surface 
seems to have been coated with furnace-burnt ones, many of which, both whole and broken, are 
scatered about the foot of the pile, and are said to resemble in size and shape those at Babylon, 
though they are never writen on as at that place.
Around this detached ruin, in diferent directions, but more particularly on the south and west, 
are long mounds and smaler heaps evidently amassed from the wreck of former buildings, strewed 
over with burnt and unburnt bricks, and plain glazed potery. Stone is nowhere seen … Suficient 
vestiges of these remain, to prove that this Tower of Nimrod, as it is caled, did not stand alone, 
but had near it either a city, or a considerable number of smaler buildings of some kind or other. There 
are stil traces of a large canal to be seen, running through the principle part of the remains … The 
indefinite nature of this mass of brick-work in the Tower, has rendered it dificult even to imagine what 
was the precise kind of edifice of which it is a part … The canal seen here is, doubtless, the remains 
of the canal of Isa … From the extent and nature of the mounds at Akkerfoof, there is no reason 
to believe that the city there was very large. Indeed, the principle ruin is so unlike a place of residence 
of any kind, that the conclusion to which we came on the spot was, that it must be the remains of 
Fig. 5　Buckingham’s [1827: 394] ilustration 
of the ziggurat ruins at ‘Aqar Qūf.
　 　
54) James Silk Buckingham (1786–1855).
some isolated monument, either of a sepulchral or religious nature; few motives excepting those of 
devotion and respect for the dead, being suficiently powerful to induce the erection of such masses, 
when purely of a monumental kind, as this seemed to be ….’.
Buckingham was the first visitor to observe the mounds that surounded the ziggurat which he 
corectly took to be evidence for buildings which once surounded the ruin [ibid., 398]. Buckingham, 
like Ker Porter, also observed the remains of a canal running through the site [ibid., 398] and which 
he identified as the Nahr Isa [ibid., 399].
In 1827 another oficer in the employ of the East India Company, Robert Mignan, decided to 
explore Babylonia. He journeyed on foot from Basra to Baghdad and on northwards. While in 
Baghdad he visited ‘Aqar Qūf spending two hours at the site after which he published his notes on 
the site and an ilustration [1829: 102–108, ilus. page 106]. Mignan had intended to conduct a limited 
excavation and had he done so would have been the first to do so at the site, but bad weather 
forced him back to Baghdad [ibid., 108]. Mignan describes the site as folows:– ‘… we gained the 
summit of a ponderous mass of ruin, which is caled by the Arabs Tul Akerfkouf, vulgarly Agergoaf, 
and by the Turks Nemroud Tepessy, both of which appelations signify the Mound of Nemroud, or 
Nimrod, not the Tower of Nemrouth, as it has been translated. Our path was partialy strewed with 
loose pieces of burnt and unburnt brick and tile … The ruins of a city are here very apparent, extensive 
undulating mounds stretching towards the South and East; while to the North and West they are 
comparatively smal, and extend only a short distance from their giantlike neighbours. This ruin 
sweeps iregularly upwards, and its form appears to have been originaly square, for the bricks are 
placed so as to favour this opinion; it does not, however, exactly face the cardinal points, as some 
former travelers assert. It is entirely 
composed of sun-dried bricks, made of 
clay mixed with chopped straw, each 
measuring a square of nine inches by four 
in thickness. At every seventh course of 
bricks, a layer of reeds is placed between 
the horizontal courses of the brickwork, 
without any apparent cement. These 
layers are very regular from top to botom; 
but the bricks composing this colossal 
mass are of uncommon beauty, when we 
consider the material of which they are 
composed. This structure certainly has 
been the habitation of some important 
personage; nay, I almost fancy I beheld 
the residence of a rich and powerful 
sovereign.
The ruin is without doubt, solid, and is pierced with smal holes, which appear to have been 
designed for the purpose of admiting a free curent of air … On the North-eastern face, nearly in 
the centre, is an aperture, somewhat resembling a Gothic window, for what purpose it was intended, 
it is now impossible to determine … From the summit of the brickwork, it is one hundred and twenty 
five feet, the circumference is four hundred feet, and from the brickwork to the foundation of the 
rubbish, which now forms its pedestal, it is twenty feet … I do not think this ruin ever exhibited 
the writen character, or the bitumen which is used throughout Babylonian remains; nor in searching 
among the surounding mounds, could I trace vestiges of building in any mass resembling the remnants 
of a regular architectural structure; though the surface of these mounds was strewed with broken bricks, 
earthenware vessels, vitrified pieces of clay, many perfectly black; and smal stones, once forming 
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Fig. 6　Mignan’s [1829: 106] ilustration of the ziggurat ruins 
at ‘Aqar Qūf.
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a portion of, but now surviving the clay that formed the principal ingredient of every brick…’ [ibid., 
102–108].
In 1829 Francis Chesney55) surveyed the possible routes of what would become the Suez Canal. 
Two years later he lobbied the British government to develop a riverine route through Iraq using 
the Euphrates. In 1836–1837 using two steamships, one of which sunk, he traveled up the Euphrates 
gathering the data which he subsequently published [1850 and 1868; cf. Lloyd 1980: 82–86]. The 
proposal was never taken up56), but the published results do contain much that is of interest to 
archaeologists. The expedition visited ‘Aqar Qūf in April 1836:– ‘… Soon after leaving Felujah 
in the morning, we had passed Suidia or Kush, and in the afternoon we halted at Aker-Kuf – which 
grand monument had been our landmark for several hours. This was the Akaré Nimrúd of the Arabs, 
and the site of the third primeval city of the Bible (footnote refers to Genesis X, 8,9 – actualy X, 
10 which refers to ‘Babel, Erech, Accad and Calneh in the land of Shinar’) and even at the risk of 
being delayed beyond sunset, when the gates of Baghdad are always closed, we determined to examine 
these interesting remains. The conspicuous object which we had now been watching for so many 
hours, I now found to have been a pyramid, built of sundried bricks, on which soft and friable 
materials. Time had made such ravages as to have partly defaced its original form. It seems to 
have been constructed of layers of these bricks, placed alternately upon one another at right-angles, 
until a thickness of 2 feet and 11 ½ inches had been atained. Over each portion so built, a layer 
of reeds seems to have been caried quite through the structure, each layer having a depth of 1 ¾ 
to 2 inches. Over this another layer of bricks was placed – then another of reeds – and so on, 
section by section, until the desired height was atained. The existing remains of Akar-Kuf measure 
110 feet from east to west, and 128 feet from north to south; and it has stil an elevation of 128 
feet above the ground, although its top has long since crumbled away, and has now the appearance 
represented in one of the plates in the earlier volumes of this work. About midway between the ground 
and the summit there is an entrance door, probably the portal of the tomb, which, according to the 
Arab tradition, is that of Nimúd himself. Unfortunately, I had no means of geting up to this height, 
and as time also failed, we hastened on to Baghdad …’ [Chesney 1868: 82–83].
In 1862 two British military oficers made a detailed survey of the area between the Tigris and 
Euphrates rivers where they are closest to one another [Bewsher 1867]. While Chesney [1850] 
published the first map showing the location of ‘Aqar Qūf (identified as Accad), the map 
accompanying Bewsher’s work is beter 
showing the location and approximate 
extent of the ruins of ‘Aqar Qūf. For 
decades Bewsher’s map was the best 
published chart of the area and deserves 
close study even today as it shows mounds, 
areas of cultivation and river and stream 
beds. ‘Akr Kūf is shown just to the north 
of the road to Baghdad from the Euphrates. 
Bewsher visited ‘Aqar Qūf and noted that 
it lay on a canal to the east which Bewsher 
traced but lost in the Saklawiyen swamp to 
the north. He described the site:– ‘ The 
large and conspicuous ruin now caled Akr 
　 　
55) For a biography of General F. Chesney (1789–1872) see Lane-Poole 1885.
56) In reporting the successful completion of the voyage down the Euphrates the Times refered to the possibility that Napoleon in 1814 
had planned to threaten Britain’s control of the route [Anonymous 1841].
Fig. 7　Chesney’s [1850: Pl. VII] ilustration of the 
ziggurat ruins at ‘Aqar Qūf.
Kûf is 10 ½ miles, a litle north of west, from the Bridge of Boats at Baghdad. This ruin is composed 
of sun-dried bricks, 14 inches square and nearly 4 inches thick. Between the layers of bricks is 
one of reeds or mats, and between every seventh and eight an extra thickness of these reeds can be 
noticed. This mass of sun-dried bricks is solid to al appearance, is nearly square in shape, and 
stands on a ruin of apparently kiln-burnt bricks and lime. It is surounded by extensive ruins …’[ibid., 
163].
Interest in the ancient remains of Babylonia and Assyria developed out of the accounts of visits 
to the region. Though interest in Babylon, because of its Biblical connection, was initialy the focus 
of atention, in the event Mesopotamian excavation began at Nineveh under the French Consul, Emile 
Bota. In late 1842 he began excavations moving to Khorsabad in 1843 [cf. Lloyd 1980: 96–98]. 
In 1842 Bota and Austen Henry Layard met in Mosul. They became friends and Layard saw what 
excavation at the Assyrian sites could produce. In 1845 he obtained private funding from the British 
Ambassador in Istanbul and began excavations at Nimrud. The results of both Bota and Layard’s 
work were to prove to be spectacular. In the late 1840s a young English geologist, Wiliam Kennet 
Loftus, took leave of absence from his Turco-Persian geological and border surveying work to 
excavate at Uruk, Susa and Larsa. The publication of his work appeared in 1857, the year after he 
had died at sea on his way to a new post in India. He does not record work at ‘Aqar Qūf, but a 
contemporary [Bewsher 1867: 163] notes that Loftus did excavate at the site. If this is corect then 
these would have been the first excavations at ‘Aqar Qūf, but unfortunately they were not published.
In paralel to the development of interest in, and active conducting of excavations in Iraq work 
on deciphering cuneiform was maturing. In 1839, building on the work of others, Henry Rawlinson, 
a young oficer in the East Indian Army, published his copy and translation of the trilingual inscription 
at Besitun. With the cuneiform inscriptions being read the corect identification of some of the sites 
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Fig. 8　Plan of the excavated remains of the Kassite temple area and ziggurat at ancient Dūr-
Kurigalzu or modern ‘Aqar Qūf [composite drawing by the author after Baqir 1944: Plate 
I; Baqir 1945: Plate I; Baqir 1946: Plate XXI; Jumaily 1971: 97, Plan 8; personal 
observation 1986; Google Earth].
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of ancient Mesopotamia became possible. One such identification was made possible by Rawlinson’s 
publication in 1861 (I R 4, no. XIV 1) of an inscription from ‘Aqar Qūf based on the remains of 
text on three stamped bricks [Brinkman 1976: 213, Q.2.15.1, fn.20; Walker 1981: 55, no.60] colected 
at the site.
The earliest summary of the evidence for Dūr-Kurigalzu was by Oppert [1863: 255–258] who 
identified ‘Aqar Qūf as Dūr-Kurigalzu [ibid., 257]. Oppert drew not just on the brick inscriptions from 
‘Aqar Qūf, but also on the texts emerging from the excavations in Assyria and the references they 
contain to Dūr-Kurigalzu. This work was summarised in 1881 by Delitzsch [207–208] who stated 
(incorectly) that the bricks published by Rawlinson contained a reference to Dūr-Kurigalzu. From 
this point most authors accepted the identification of the site as Dūr-Kurigalzu and the ruins as 
those of a ziggurat. Some, however, did not [cf. Peters 1897, I: 189, who suggested that it was 
‘the ruin of an ancient tower or fortress which guarded the canal centre’ in the Abbasid period].
In 1869 the Suez Canal was opened and with it the drastic reduction in journey times from Europe 
to the Far East. The overland route from Aleppo did, however, remain in use right up until the 
First World War and various visitors to Baghdad published accounts of journey including the last 
leg from Falujah to Baghdad [e.g. Ward 1897: 353–356; Harper 1892; Peters (in 1888) 1897: 
182–190; Cowper (in 1891) 1894: 227–237; Baedeker 1906: 411–412; Musil (in 1912) 1927: 
125–128]. As travel became easier and excavation work in Iraq increased, sight seeing visits to 
Dūr-Kurigalzu became common place. ‘Aqar Qūf, identified as Dūr-Kurigalzu, featured in the 
Baedeker guide to the region [Baedeker 1906: 412]57). The ruins had become a tourist atraction. 
At the same time the large depression to the north east of the site became widely known as the 
Akar Kuf depression or Lake Akar Kuf [cf. Wilcocks 1910: 2, and accompanying map]58).
The first published photograph of the ziggurat mound was by J.P. Peters who visited the site 
en route to his excavations at Nippur in 1888 [Peters 1897, I: facing page 188]. The best published 
photograph of the site before its excavation was by Budge [1920, I: facing page 326]. Zehnpfund 
[1910: 9–10] published a short study of the site. The most comprehensive review of the city before 
its excavation was by Sare et al. [1920: 96–111] – Unger’s summary for RLA [1938] was weak.
20th century before excavation
For the British the First World War in Iraq had been a traumatic experience. In 1916 a British Indian 
Army expeditionary force intended to take and hold Iraq from the Otomans was defeated and Kut 
al-Amara on the Tigris became a name associated in Great Britain with military disaster. But while 
the British survived the war, the Otoman Empire did not. Iraq became a British Mandate. This 
transition marked a dramatic influx of foreign, mainly British administrators and soldiers59).
A further factor was oil. In 1908 the world’s first mass produced and owned car, the Ford Model 
T, went into production. At the same time the debate between the proponents of coal and oil fired 
naval ships was veering towards diesel. Oil as the power source of the twentieth century was thereafter 
in increasing demand. In 1912 the Turkish Petroleum Company (TPC, 50% British owned) was 
formed to find oil in Iraq. Ownership of the TPC became a point of dispute in the negotiations 
after World War One. The negotiations were concluded in 192560) and on October 15th 1927 oil 
　 　
57) ‘To the left is the conspicuous ruin of ‘Aker Kûf which formed part of the Babylonian town of Dûr-Kurigalzu, situated 4 hrs to the 
N.W. of Baghdad’ [Baedeker 1906: 412].
58) Sir Wiliam Wilcocks (1852–1932) was an engineer in Imperial British service. He worked on irigation projects in Egypt (the first 
Aswan dam), South Africa and Iraq as the Director General of Irigation. He was responsible for planning the construction of the Hindiya 
Barage near Babylon. 
59) The 1906 edition of Baedeker’s guide to Syria and Mesopotamia reported that there were only c. 50 European residents in Baghdad 
[Baedeker 1906: 407].
60) The importance of the agreement and the history behind it was fuly reported in the London Times [Anonymous 1925].
was discovered north of Kirkuk. At last Iraq had a commodity that meant merchants traveled to 
and not through Baghdad. Baghdad began to develop as a modern city and travel to it became a 
mater of routine by motor vehicles.
The oil companies were also to contribute to the study of ancient Mesopotamia either through 
practical support for excavations [e.g. at Nimrud, Malowan 1966: 15]; employees who developed 
an academic interest (e.g. George Roux61)); or with the results of geological surveys [e.g. Lees et 
al. 1952; Larsen 1983: xix–xx].
As for ‘Aqar Qūf, it became a picnic spot for people living in Baghdad [e.g. Bel 1911; Stevens 
1923: 114–115]. In 1930 the renown traveler, Freya Stark62) visited ‘Aqar Qūf and wrote to her father 
teling him of the visit:–‘We went to a rather atractive place last Saturday, not more than forty minutes 
car ride from Baghdad and with cultivation close by, but actualy in the desert with the black flocks 
and tents about in the distance among the grass just sprouting invisibly to al but Iraqi sheep, and 
with the yelow mounds and low ridges of old cities and canals spread round us. Aqqar Kuf, a 
corner of an old ziggurat built up like a Dartmoor tor with ridges of three feet or so of solid raw 
brick like earth around, and layers of reeds – stil doing their work – appearing with rough edges 
just like the crystal ridges that run along the granite of the Tors. It is a shapeless block, very tal 
on a sloping mound once built up to support the temple; and it is the home of wolves and hyenas 
and such who live in its crannies and scater the whole surface of the mound with bones. You see 
it between the shalow undulations of the desert earth as if at the end of a vista, and very impressive. 
Far away Baghdad palm trees and the golden dome and four miniarets of Khadhimain: and the good 
desert air, inexpressibly light and unlike any other. On the ground we picked up a few shards of 
old blue poteries, and shreds of mother-of-pearl, but no real treasure…’ [Stark 1951: 124].
The Second World War and the commencement of excavations at ‘Aqar Qūf
With the strong British involvement in the afairs of Iraq the country was de facto an aly of Britain 
when war was declared in 1939. However, in May 1941 Rashid ‘Ali al-Gailani led a nationalist 
coup against the pro-British Iraqi government of ‘Abd al-Ilah. The coup had the ful support of 
the Axis powers and Julius Jordan, excavator of Uruk, was gaulieter of the Nazi party in Iraq63). 
A British Army force advancing from the west and through Falujah, where the major batle of the 
campaign was fought, crushed the coup64).
Iraq remained loyal to the Alies for the rest of the war and a considerable body of British military 
personnel (concentrated at the base at Lake Habbaniyeh) and diplomatic oficers (based at the 
embassy) remained. One of the oficials who remained was the British archaeologist Seton Lloyd. 
In 1940 he had conducted excavations at Tel Uqair. He had then volunteered for war work and 
had moved to Jerusalem. In 1941 he went back to Baghdad and was about to resume excavations 
when the coup took place. For a short while after the coup Seton Lloyd was appointed director general 
of antiquities [Lloyd 1986: 83]. When a permanent Iraqi Director General was appointed Lloyd 
remained as a key adviser.
Within a year of the coup, in May 1942 excavations were opened at ‘Aqar Qūf. Baqir, the director 
of excavation for the first three seasons, wrote ‘One reason for the selection of the site was an economic 
one. Owing to war-time transport dificulties it was essential that any excavating work should be 
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61) Roux 1966.
62) Freya Stark (1893–1993) was a noted explorer in the Near East in the second quarter of the 20th century. She published numerous 
books about her journeys.
63) I recal Professor Lloyd recounting in 1983 in a lecture in London the delight he felt when he returned to his ofice which Jordan 
had occupied during the coup and throwing out Jordan’s paraphernalia.
64) For an archaeologist’s experience of the coup see Lloyd [1986: 80–83]; for Freya Stark’s account and memories see Stark [1941 
and 1991: 148–160].
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in the vicinity of Baghdad. Secondly the work provided an opportunity for visitors to Baghdad and 
Iraqis themselves to see an archaeological excavation in progress. Many hundreds of Alied troops 
visited the site while work was in progress65) …’ [Baqir 1944: 3]. One such visitor was Wiliam 
Magan, a British Indian Army inteligence oficer, who was posted to Baghdad and who visited ‘Aqar 
Qūf in October 1943:–‘… Yesterday Chokra (Colonel Wood of the Guides) and a man on his staf 
who is an archaeologist took me to a place caled Korigalzu, which dates back to the fifteenth century 
BC, where digging66) is now going on. They are digging out the remains of a temple and surounding 
buildings which were al built of mud brick cemented together with bitumen. Quite a lot of the 
wals and floors are intact and there are cuneiform inscriptions on some of the bricks, and on a few 
stone beds they have found door posts. The civilisation was of Persian origin. The most noticeable 
thing of interest is a huge brick tower about 150 feet high … we had a picnic in the open air and 
pleasant day. At one place we saw vast flocks of sand grouse …’ [Magan 2001: 73].
The first season of excavation revealed an extensive temple complex used for the worship of 
Enlil and Ninlil with the ziggurat at its heart [Baqir 1944]. The second season, undertaken with 
the recommendation of Seton Lloyd as chair of the Excavation Commitee of the Antiquities 
Department, unearthed the huge Kassite palace to the west of the religious sector [Baqir 1945]. 
Excavation and restoration work has continued at the site ever since67).
In January 2009 the US forces in the area were seeking to establish a renovation plan for the picnic 
and visitors area at the site. They hoped to generate work for locals and to restore the site as a 
venue for relaxation and education [Triten 2009].
Conclusions
Because ‘Aqar Qūf lies so close to Baghdad and because it dominates the surounding landscape, 
for centuries it has been a landmark for travelers to Baghdad. Only Nineveh and Babylon itself 
atracted the sort of deliberate or incidental atention that ‘Aqar Qūf did. This was because early 
western travelers were eager to identify towns and sites which appear in the Bible. For many years 
early travelers mistakenly identified the ruins of the ziggurat at ‘Aqar Qūf as the ‘Tower of Babylon’.
Western travelers to Baghdad did not become a mater of course until the 16th century. Before 
then western visitors amounted to a handful of missionaries. However, for Islamic travelers and 
geographers the region was never ‘of limits’ and references to the site occur in the Abbasid period. 
From the 16th century onward the standard of Islamic scholarship in Baghdad declined under the 
Otoman Empire, but Western interest in the region rose. This happened in paralel to the rise of 
commercial interest in the Indies and the establishment of large trading companies to foster trade. 
Early European travelers to the region were merchants. It was not until the 17th century that scientific 
interest in the region began to develop.
The oficers and oficials of two great English trading companies – The Levant Company 
(established in 1581) and the English East India Company (established 1600) – played a crucial 
role in the academic study of the near east and Iraq. Without them it is unlikely that the study of 
ancient Mesopotamia would have advanced as far as it has. The site was not corectly identified 
as the ancient capital of the Kassites until the middle of the 19th century. Thereafter it was almost 
90 years before the site was excavated and a fuler understanding of the history of the site became 
clearer.
‘Aqar Qūf provides an ilustration of how al Mesopotamian sites have an history that is often 
neglected by archaeologists. Though not directly relevant to the remains in the ground, an 
　 　
65) My father, Jack Clayden, was a private in the force stationed at Lake Habbaniyeh. He was also one of the many British soldiers 
who visited ‘Aqar Qūf. He was told that he was looking at the Tower of Babylon.
66) Second Season of excavations.
67) See Clayden (forthcoming) for a review of the excavations and restoration work that has been conducted at the site.
understanding of the post occupation of such remains does ilustrate just what a complex past Iraq 
has.
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